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THE COP CONTROLLING the entrance to the dilapidated print works radioed detectives working nearby. 

“The D-Super’s arrived,” he reported.

“Send her around the back,” D-I Henderson replied.

“Go ahead,” the Garda signalled.

White crime scene tape with ‘Garda No Entry’ in bold blue letters stretched along the length of the old building that had most of its windows smashed. Kate Bowen ducked underneath and made her way across a small parking lot, towards the service yard at the rear.

There was a nip in the autumn air, and she pulled on a tan beanie that accentuated her lean, fit look. The chill forced her hands into the pockets of a navy fleece jacket. Scavenging gulls screeched overhead and dive-bombed the nearby canal basin close to Dublin’s Ringsend Dock in their endless quest for food. Kate knew this area well; it was where she had spent her early years on the job. Before regeneration kicked in, intruders picked at the bones of buildings like this all the time, and she had spent the early days and nights of her career as a Crime Task Force member, chasing them off. The printworks were a relic of old times. Machines that once clattered and hummed here were long silent and had rusted beyond repair. Whoever owned the building was holding out for the inner-city plot to soar even higher in price.

As she rounded the corner, the local scenes of crime tech was ceding control to a Garda Headquarters team. Early morning sunshine slanting through neighboring office tower blocks cast the yard in a bleak, blinding light. The disenfranchised tech dumped his digital camera into its case and snapped it closed. He began collecting the numbered markers he had laid around the body to highlight items of interest.

“Leave them,” D-I Henderson ordered. “The less disturbance, the better.”

Kate paused and took in the scene. Henderson’s gut protruded over his belt a lot more than she remembered. His trademark black trench coat hung open, and a gust of wind that whipped in off the Irish Sea blew his grey hair skywards. An early mentor, he was now her subordinate.

“D-Super Bowen, come on over,” he invited.

Kate did not respond immediately. Instead, she maintained a few meters between Henderson and three headquarters scenes of crime techs who were congregated beside the body. Close by, there was a meter length of copper piping that looked like it had been ripped from the building’s plumbing system. It was dumped among shards of broken glass strewn over the concrete surface. Was that the murder weapon?

“It’s safe to approach,” he said.

Kate walked towards the little group and peered down at the victim, a skinny thirty-something male. His close-cut ginger hair was matted with dirt kicked up by heavy overnight rain. It also likely accounted for the black splotches on his face. The blue jeans and black hoodie he wore were relatively unspoiled. 

She shook hands with Henderson and exchanged nods with the techs.

“Gussie Ryan,” she said. “Can’t say I’m surprised. A vicious little bastard with no shortage of enemies.”

“I’m surprised you remember him,” Henderson replied. “He would have only been coming on the scene when you were around these parts.”

“Most of his customers were scared of him; I remember that.”

“A nasty piece of work.” 

“No blood,” Kate observed. “Few signs of violence.”

“That surprised me too. Murdered elsewhere and dumped here, do you think?”

“Don’t count your chickens,” the crime scene manager interrupted. “Wait until we give the place a good going over.”

“How long will you need?” Henderson asked.

“We’re going to erect the tent around the body, and it will take as long as it takes,” she replied. “A couple of hours, at least.”

“I’ll be back in one. Call if you need anything; I’ll be close by. No press allowed near the scene without my say so, okay?”

He walked with Kate towards the front of the decrepit building and issued a last-minute instruction to the Garda recording visitors to the scene. Across the wide street, an early morning café owner flipped the sign on his door to let the world know he was open for business. Henderson touched Kate’s elbow and said, “Let’s go.”

“No greasy spoon breakfast for me, thank you, ” Kate told him as they beat the flashing orange light and skipped ahead of the traffic.

“They do the best cup of joe in the district,” Hender-son replied, pushing open the door, allowing her to enter ahead of him.

They were the first customers. Henderson chose a booth with a red Formica table near the rear. He wedged in directly opposite his protégé, angling forty-five degrees for comfort.

“You busy?” he inquired.

“We’re kept going,” she replied, her intense green eyes never wavering.

He knew there was no point in probing. The detectives in Kate’s Surveillance and Intelligence Unit didn’t gossip, not like other units. 

“Care for breakfast?”

“Coffee’s fine,” she replied. 

Seeing a dead body first thing in the morning did little for her appetite.

“Do you mind if I eat?” he asked. “I’ve been on the go for hours.”

“Go right ahead.”

They chit-chatted for the next twenty minutes while Henderson crunched through a plate of bacon, scrambled eggs, and toast. With their coffee refilled, Henderson explained that Ryan was the third drug dealer to die in the district in recent months. He had been the number one suspect for the first two murders until the Grim Reaper caught up with him.

“I need a dig-out,” he said.

“What kind of help?” Kate asked.

The café had doubled its customers. Two guys in smart grey suits had perched on stools at the counter, propped their brollies underneath, and ordered. They were in their early twenties, and Kate pegged them as heading for the city’s burgeoning financial district.

“I think we have a friggin’ serial killer on the loose,” Henderson said in a low voice.

“Killing drug pushers? Who were the other two?”

He explained how two local low-lifes, Cyrus Marnell and Terry ‘Bud’ Hannigan, had turned up on city morgue slabs within weeks of each other. Both had been canny operators with prior convictions, who had learned lessons from their jail time and evaded local law enforcement for years. The Coroner put both deaths down to the deceased having sampled a bad mix of the product they peddled.

“That bugged me; it just didn’t fit.”

Kate agreed, as a rule, with a bad mix; it was addicts who showed up dead, and the investigation focused on identifying the supplier to stem the contagion. She waited for him to come clean on what exactly he was after.

Years earlier, Henderson had plucked her from a regular uniform unit, with just twelve months’ experience, and slotted her into his city center Drugs Task Force. The time she spent there convinced her that becoming a detective was her future. Henderson then set her up ‘buckshee’ in plain clothes; it meant she wasn’t formally appointed and didn’t get paid the extra allowance other detectives received. But her traffic directing days were over, and investigating crime became her daily routine.

Henderson’s detection rate was the best in the city. Shortly after joining his unit, Kate figured out it wasn’t all down to investigative skills. Most of the crew were dedicated investigators, committed to working a case until something gave. However, the D-I surrounded himself with cronies, and she soon realized that the district’s crime figures were massaged to maintain the status quo. 

The fiddle wasn’t difficult to spot. Prisoners, bailed from the station with a single charge sheet, were bullied into taking another fistful when they showed up for court. Usually, the charges related to crimes the accused knew little or nothing about, but bartered a guilty plea in return for softer treatment from detectives. The extra charges, more often than not, were taken into account, meaning they had no impact on the accused’s sentence; the D-I simply ticked off another swathe of crimes from the unsolved list. When she took a transfer to Special Branch after twelve months working in plain clothes, Henderson left her in no doubt of his disappointment. She left him, similarly advised on her disapproval of his methods.

Commuter traffic was starting to build outside. Cars that had whizzed by forty minutes earlier now inched forward in short hops. Although the café was half full, the pair had the rear section to themselves.

“Do you have a suspect for your serial killer?” she asked.

“Jeff de Courcy’s his name; hard to believe, but he’s a lecturer in Trinity College.”

Kate reflected a moment and said, “I think I know the guy.”

“You’re kidding.” Henderson shifted on the bench and grinned. “Tell me more.”

“Yeah. I took creative writing as an extra class in my first year at Trinity. De Courcy was a Ph.D. candidate back then; he lectured us from time to time.”

“What was he like?”

“Some of the girls fancied him. I thought he fancied himself more.”

“Aside from his looks!”

“He didn’t come across as any different from other lecturers, just young and good-looking.”

“When was this?”

“Fourteen years ago. Can’t remember if it was him or the course that creeped me out, but I dropped it after my first year and focused on history and politics.”

“And still became a cop?” Henderson joked.

“You sound like my mother. What makes de Courcy a suspect?”

Henderson leaned forward and pulled two sachets of sugar from a container on the table. He laid them side by side in front of her as he outlined the murder of two gang members twelve months earlier. Their bodies were found in de Courcy’s burnt-out car. Kate’s furrowed brow told him that she was finding this tale hard to swallow.

“The local dicks in Wicklow were convinced they’d nabbed a killer. But they screwed up big time.”

De Courcy’s detention had been the problem. He had shown up at the Garda station to offer his statement of events that led to his car ending up as a burnt-out wreck with two dead bodies in the boot. 

“Local detectives rang me because the victims were from Slasher Fulton’s gang and we knew them,” Henderson explained. “I
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